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“Fortune brings in some boats

that are not steered.”

—William Shakespeare






Chapter One



I HEARD THE CANDYMAN’S VOICE AS SOON AS I opened the door.

“Who can make the sun shine?” he asked.

Romeo leaned in close to me, whispered against the back of my neck, “He’s in there.”

It was October in Somerville, Massachusetts, and fall was whipping around us with flat orange leaves cutting through the cool orange light of late afternoon. I was going into my house with the man that I loved, that man I was too old to call my boyfriend and too square to call my lover. The man I thought of always as my good fortune, Romeo.

But the Candyman stopped me cold. It was a visceral reaction. Every time I heard him, I wanted to run screaming down the street.

“Sprinkle it with dew,” the Candyman sang.

I closed my eyes and panted a little, a technique I used to help quell nausea. The thought of all that candy—which had seemed like such a charming childhood fantasy, when I first saw the movie in 1971—now left me feeling like a six-year-old at ten o’clock on Halloween night. But it wasn’t just the candy, it was the movie itself: the insipid singing, the cheesy sets, the tired diatribe of rich and poor and good and evil. Even Willie Wonka, who had once seemed so charming in all his twinkling subversiveness, now made me queasy—because anyone will make you queasy after you watch him eat a teacup for the sixth thousandth time. According to my sloppy calculations, that was approximately how many times my granddaughter Sarah had watched Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory in my house.

Oh sure, she’d been stuck on other movies before this. It had started out with Barney’s Big Adventure, then progressed through Mary Poppins and The Little Mermaid, but those she only watched often, not constantly. Since the Christmas before last, when I so foolishly brought the plague of chocolate into our lives all wrapped up in red Santa paper, there had not been a day that she hadn’t played the videotape.

If my mother could rise up from her grave to carp at me, she would say it was my own fault. “What business do Jews have giving Christmas presents in the first place?” she would say to me and shake her head in disgust.

And maybe she would be right. Maybe this was all a curse I brought down on myself. The video followed us like a debt, an insidious disease. There had not been a moment’s respite, not even on the day that Sarah’s mother, my daughter Sandy, had reached her absolute limit and yanked it out of the VCR and stepped on it again and again with the heel of her boot. Or that other day six months later when I completely snapped and pulled the tape from its casing, spooling out the celluloid like birthday ribbon. On both of those occasions we ended up racing to the video store with a wailing, hyperventilating child in our arms, as frantic as any family stumbling into the emergency room with a blue baby.

We discussed the possibility of seeing a family counselor or staging an intervention. We had been told by countless dispensers of free advice that Sarah would give up the tape as soon as we no longer responded to it, and so we trained ourselves not to respond, or to respond only behind a locked bathroom door with our faces pressed into a stack of towels.

I now repeated my mantra to myself: “It is just a noise like any other noise. It is just a noise like any other noise.”

“Cover it with chocolate and collect up all the cream,” Romeo sang with the Candyman, swaying me back and forth in a samba. Romeo, unlike his duet partner, had a nice voice. I told him to shut up.

“Have a sense of humor,” he said. “It’s a movie.”

“It isn’t a movie,” I told him. “It’s a dangerous, deadly device designed by children so that they can rule the world.”

Romeo didn’t live with me and therefore could not possibly understand. He thought that just because Sarah and her brother Tony sometimes spent the night at his house and she played the tape on his VCR, that meant he knew the score. But no one could understand it unless they had lived through it. Orwell and Kafka had nothing on an eight-year-old’s obsession.

Cautiously, we peered past the entry hall. “Hello!” I called out. “Tony, Tony, Sarah, Sandy, we’re home!” But the only living thing to amble into the room was Sarah’s cat, a fat-faced orange tabby who purred and knocked against my shins. “Oompah-Loompah,” I asked, “where is everybody?”

“Everything he bakes, satisfying and delicious,” the Candyman replied.

We walked into the living room to see the thin man with Brilliantined hair on TV fling a fistful of butterscotch discs down onto the heads of little children, who scrambled like wolverines to get their share. He dispensed his licorice whips and egg creams even though no one was here watching him. Even Oompah-Loompah recoiled from the sugared carnage and left the room.

“Hello?” Romeo called, although no one appeared to be home.

I picked up the remote from the coffee table, aimed it at all the greedy children on television, and gave the OFF button a decisive stab. The sound that replaced that singing was crystalline, a silence as sweet and clear as a glacial lake. Had there been a glass of champagne at hand, it would have been quiet enough to hear the bubbles burst.

“Oh,” I said, taking Romeo in my arms. “Will you listen to that?”

“What?” he said.

“Exactly.”

He kissed me. “Where are they?”

“Do we care?” I kissed him back.

He nodded. “We care passionately.”

We had not come home for any sort of funny business. We had come home because there was an extra case of gift cards stored in the hall closet, and we were almost out of them at our flower shops. Romeo had offered to come along because he wanted to pick up a new battery pack for the Dust-Buster.

But when you live in a house full of beloved family members, there is no aphrodisiac as potent or immediate as privacy. Youth is all about finding an opportunity to be alone with the person you want to be alone with, and once you are, you get pregnant, and from that moment on you’re never alone again.

Romeo and I were sixty-three. Between us we had two houses, two flower shops, eight children, and ten grandchildren. He made me feel sixteen again, but a big part of that was our never-ending quest to sneak off somewhere.

He pulled back, kissed my nose, looked over my shoulder. “Go check the kitchen.”

Part of what makes being sixteen so sexy is the stolen moment, sneaking around. Look! Mom and Dad aren’t home! How much time do you think we have? For us, Mom and Dad had been replaced by our own children.

There was a piece of paper on the kitchen sink, with big letters written in black Magic Marker.


Sneaker sale at Filene’s. Be back soon.

xxoo, Sandy



I held it over my head like the last find in a scavenger hunt. “God bless Sandy.”

Romeo looked at the paper and smiled. “She leaves you notes. That’s sweet. My boys could move to Tokyo and they wouldn’t leave me a note.”

“When she was a little kid, she’d leave me a note if she went to the bathroom.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and buried my nose, still cold from the October wind, unabashedly into the side of his neck.

“But how do we know how soon soon will be?”

“We have plenty of time. Look,” I said, holding up my wristwatch as if it were proof. “It’s four-thirty now. Traffic will be at a standstill, and they couldn’t have left more than ten minutes ago.”

Romeo looked at the note again. “It doesn’t say what time they left.”

And here I smiled because finally, finally, that damn video was going to play to my advantage. “The Candyman song comes in the first fifteen minutes of the movie. If we piece the story together from the evidence on hand, I’d say Sarah turned the movie on at four-fifteen, and Sandy started to crack at the opening credits. She then told the kids she’d take them shopping. They must have left the house so fast they forgot to turn the television off.”

Sarah never allowed herself to watch her favorite parts out of sequence, nor did she allow herself to skip past the parts that even she found excruciatingly boring, like Charlie’s mother leaning in the miserable doorframe of the dismal alley where she boiled other people’s filthy clothes for a few pennies and sang a song about how her son should keep dreaming.

Romeo put one hand on either side of my head. His eyes were brimming with love. “You’re a genius.”

“But what about Big Tony?” I glanced furtively at the ceiling above, as if he might be upstairs.

Big Tony, who was not an especially large man, was Romeo’s son, as opposed to Little Tony, a very tall, gangly twelve-year-old, who was my grandson. Big Tony was married to my daughter Sandy, and all of them—daughter, son-in-law, and the two children from Sandy’s first marriage—lived with me.

Tony and Sandy’s marriage meant that Romeo and I were in-laws. I should point out that our love was not a crime against society or nature. There were are no laws in any state prohibiting the commingling of in-laws.

“Tony’s in class. I know it because I dropped him off this afternoon,” Romeo said.

Tony was studying for his degree in public health, but now that he had one year to go in the program, he was making eyes at medical school—a financial impossibility of epic proportions seeing since he, like Sandy, was working for us in the flower shops.

Before the age of enlightenment, years ago, the families Cacciamani and Roseman had despised one another. Romeo and I were raised from birth to scowl and spit when the other one’s name was spoken. This was because our parents, rival Somerville florists, had loathed one another past the point of all reason, and this was because his mother and my father had briefly, secretly been in love with each other (isn’t that always the way?), though no one else was privy to this information at the time.

After Romeo and I grew into adults who hated each other, our children fell in love, and we took it upon ourselves to squash their nascent happiness like a bug beneath our heel. It took us more than fifteen years and a couple of divorces before we all came together again, and this time Tony married Sandy and her two children, and I fell in love with his father.

It was a real happily-ever-after kind of thing, except that Tony and Sarah and the two kids couldn’t afford a place of their own and were living with me, just as Romeo’s other son, Alan, and his wife and their three kids were living with him. It wasn’t that we didn’t love them and weren’t glad to help them, but still, wouldn’t it be lovely to see a U-Haul backing down the driveway someday? I’d gone from fearing the empty-nest syndrome to fantasizing about it, without ever having the chance to experience it.

But there was no point in dwelling on the bigger picture when there was a moment at hand to be seized. The house was empty except for the cat, who I had no qualms about scandalizing. I shrugged my coat to the floor. My purse hit with a thud. Romeo’s coat exhaled in a pile of wool. Overcome by our unexpected good fortune, we started tugging at sweaters, pulling at shoes, kissing, kissing in the sheer happiness of two people who have forgotten about what we would be making for dinner or who would need homework help tonight.

In a gesture of romantic exuberance, Romeo put one arm around my back and looped the other under the backs of my knees and pulled me to his chest. The next thing I knew I was airborne, looking up into the front hallway’s colonial brass light fixture, which I could now see needed some serious dusting. I let out a high laugh, so loud and girlish I did not recognize it as my own. “Put me down!”

“Someday,” Romeo said, bouncing me up a half an inch to shift me in his arms.

I screamed, drunk with love, and slapped him madly on the back. “You’re going to kill yourself. You’re insane. Down! Down!”

He took three powerful and decisive steps toward the staircase, then, in a reckless moment that stunned us both, he started to climb the stairs.

“Romeo, don’t!” It would have been so much more convincing had I been able to stop laughing from the giddy pleasure of it all. But when was the last time anyone had picked me up?

I can tell you, I was twenty-one, just back from my honeymoon and on the threshold of my new apartment. My then-husband Mort gallantly hoisted me over one shoulder like a feed sack, straightened up, said, “Oh, to hell with this,” and set me down again, still on the wrong side of the door. Had he used just the slightest amount of momentum, he could have tossed me on the other side of the weather stripping, and I would have been in the living room. That was forty-two years and many pounds ago, and Mort, though tactless, was young and strong.

Before that, I was a little girl and my father was swinging me up toward the lights in his flower shop in a dizzying, carnation-scented moment of careless affection that he outgrew long before I was ready for him to put me down.

Other than that, my feet had been planted on terra firma where feet belonged, where feet needed to be right now. “Darling, really,” I said to Romeo on the seventh stair of sixteen. “This is dangerous.”

“I should carry you all the time,” he said, a little bit of huff in his voice. “I should carry you into the store every morning.”

His foot came down heavy on the ninth stair, and I felt him girding himself for the challenge of the tenth. I tightened my grasp around his neck and tried to inch myself up, to make myself lighter. I was nervous now. A little mistake had been made—a lovely gesture, a careless acceptance—but it had somehow gotten out of hand, and now I felt as if Romeo were trying to lug me up the side of Everest.

He wasn’t going to put me down, and I knew it. We could both go straight backward, ass over teakettle to our inevitable deaths, but he wasn’t going to give up midstaircase. For him that would be the same as calling me fat or calling himself weak, and neither of those two things was going to happen. So what if my daughter and his son and my two grandchildren came home to find Oompah-Loompah standing over the broken heap of our bodies, our clothes scattered lasciviously in all directions? We had lived in love and would die in love.

With enormous effort, we pushed on to the eleventh stair. I could feel the sledgehammer thump of his heart kicking against my ribs. “Almost there, my pet,” he said, his voice weaker now.

We were both in our underwear, Romeo in the white briefs he favored (my ex-husband, my only prior exposure to men in their underwear, was a boxer man, and those briefs never failed to thrill me), and me in a mismatched satiny bra and cotton pants that I would not have chosen had I known where the day was headed when I got dressed.

It was not a comfortable arrangement. At this strange set of angles, an underwire from the left cup of my bra was about to pierce my sternum. Romeo’s fingers, desperate for purchase, dug very, very deeply into my flesh, though I do not say this as a complaint.

Like his son Tony, Romeo was not a big man. He was not exactly short, but I was not exactly short myself. It had occurred to me on more than one occasion that our weights might be in the same ballpark. I didn’t let myself think about it often, and I certainly never asked him, but I was thinking about it now. Romeo could be hefting twice his own body weight up my staircase, the kind of heroics reserved for tiny ants capable of carrying away an entire ruffled potato chip from a picnic blanket.

I did not have a single sexual thought in my head anymore. The ardor and lust that had swept me into his arms had vanished, and in their place was only the thought, Please God, let us live. Let us make it to the top of the stairs.

Thud, thud went his sock feet. Thud, thud went my heart. The thirteenth step. Unlucky thirteen. We were both silent as he pulled heroically toward the top. Romeo was gasping now, and I was taking in no air at all for fear that it might make me heavier. He went to kiss me but could only lay his damp cheek against my forehead. My rear end was slipping away from him, pulling down toward his knees, locked in a mortal bout with gravity.

“You’re amazing,” I said very quietly when he reached the top. “Now put me down.”

“Almost there,” he gasped, and again he gave me a little toss up to reposition the load, but this time I didn’t toss at all. I was fixed in place, a leaden albatross nailed to his chest. I tried to pull myself higher as he trudged toward the bedroom, the very last one on the trail of tears down the hall.

We were so close. My bedroom was right there, just a few more feet. He made it through the door and into the soft autumnal light of a western exposure at sunset. I had to let him go all the way, then. If I jumped out of his arms this close to the bed it would have broken his heart, and so I stayed, my left hand clamped around my right wrist in a vise grip behind his neck. He took me to the edge and then, though I know he meant it to be a gentle settling, dropped me on the mattress.

I looked at him, still afraid to move. Was he gray? Was that grayness I was seeing? It was hard to tell. He straightened up a little, tentatively stretched down his arms to a position of straightness, and smiled.

“Are you okay?” I asked softly.

He nodded.

“That was very sweet. No one has ever done that before.”

Not for me, not for anyone, not anywhere, except in the movies, which are made to fill our heads with silly romantic notions that would be impossible to live up to. They never tell you they use stand-ins: muscle men to carry; anorexic waifs to be carried; wheeling dollies wedged beneath their backsides to hoist them forward.

He leaned over and kissed me, and this time it was even sweeter. His kiss said: I would have a heart attack on a staircase for you. My kiss replied: I would gladly die with you in a tumbling crush of broken bones.

Love is passion and commitment, tenderness and endurance, but love is also memory. It is important to make a beautiful gesture from time to time, not only for the moment, but as something to hold on to in the future—so that when we were old, really old, I’d be able to hold his hand between our twin beds in the nursing home and think, When you were merely sixty-three you carried me up a staircase.

Romeo helped me with the hook on my bra because I have some arthritis in my thumbs that makes such things tricky for me. But then we were finally there, naked and together. Romeo crawled in beside me and I crawled on top of him and he screamed.








Chapter Two



TIME IS ELASTIC. EINSTEIN CAN GIVE YOU THE DETAILS. I had always understood that in the moment of my death, there would be time to reflect on the minutiae of human existence and my own contribution to it in a way that would be both leisurely and profound. The two seconds before the car crash stretches into hours. The rare surviving jumper from the Golden Gate Bridge always tells the story of all the time he had to work out his problems on the way down to the water. Apparently they always come to the conclusion that life really was a good thing after all.

What I hadn’t known about this phenomenon is that it isn’t limited to your own death. The impending death of someone you love as much as your own life can also do the trick. So while it may seem insensitive that I would digress with Romeo’s last breath hanging in the balance, I would be remiss not to include the life that flashed before my eyes.

It was Sarah’s. Maybe that’s lucky: The kid was only eight so it didn’t take a lot of time. In my split second of soul-crushing despair for having killed the only man I ever really loved, I saw my granddaughter: the freckles on her nose, which were her biological father’s only contribution to her upbringing, her curly hair which, with a strong arm and a stiff brush, could be coaxed into honest-to-God ringlets that fell down her back like a Madame Alexander doll’s. She was a sweet, affectionate kid with a good sense of humor, who had been a real pleasure until she fell into the vortex of the chocolate factory. I never thought it would have happened to her, though I guess that’s what everyone says.

There was even a child in the film named Mike Teavee, who is one of the cautionary tales about the outcome of bad behavior. He is shrunken down to the height of a matchstick because he won’t stop watching television. But Sarah pointed out that she watched no other television because she used her whole allotment of daily viewing to see Willie Wonka. Even then, she could only watch half of it a day because she was only allowed an hour on school nights (a schedule that was imposed out of Wonka desperation).

When I begged and reasoned and told her that she was a big girl now and it was time to give it up, the way she had given up sucking her thumb and carrying around that ratty little tailless bunny rabbit, she was resolute in her refusal. She said she couldn’t give it up, she never would.

“It’s luck,” she said. “It’s all about Charlie’s luck and how important it is to keep believing in luck.”

“So that’s his luck,” I said to her, “not yours.”

“It is mine. When I watch it, it makes me lucky.”

In this moment that popped up like a movie against my bedroom wall, Sarah was wearing a pink T-shirt with a pink heart smaller than a dime embroidered at the neckline. There was a smudge of something that looked sticky on her cheek. She is small for her age, and I always forget how powerful her reasoning can be.

“How does it make you lucky?”

“I watch it before I take a test, and I pass the test. I watch it before a game of kickball, and I get picked for the best team.”

“But you also watch it before tests when you do lousy, and I’ve seen you come home from school when you didn’t get picked for the best team—so it doesn’t always work.”

Sarah nodded patiently, sorry that I couldn’t figure all of this out for myself. “That’s when I watched without concentrating.”

It occurred to me that maybe she had a little obsessive-compulsive disorder going on, and that instead of counting the number of steps it took to walk to the bus stop or having to tap the light switch ten times whenever she came into a room, she was watching Willie Wonka as a way of controlling her world. I should remember to talk to Sandy about this. “That’s being superstitious, sweetheart. You’re the one who gets the good grades. You get them when you try hard.”

“It’s more than that,” she said darkly.

“Tell me, then.”

“The movie keeps us safe. All of us.”

“Safe from what? Fire? From getting sick?”

“From everything. Sometimes luck isn’t a good thing that happens to you. Sometimes luck is everything staying just the way it is.”

It surprised me that an eight-year-old could realize the implicit happiness in everyday life, but then, kids were a lot more sophisticated these days. “I agree with that, but again, it isn’t the movie that does it.”

She looked at me with her dark, searching eyes. “But what if you’re wrong? Wouldn’t it be better to keep watching, just to be sure?”

You don’t really start making deals with God until the cards have turned against you, and in that split second of my eternity, I found myself wondering if I had disrupted the order of the universe by turning Sarah’s movie off. What if she was right, and I had unwittingly thrown a rock in the smooth waters of our good fortune? I’m not saying I believe this, but the idea, with a hundred of its neighbors, came rushing past me.

But even if I had the chance to turn back the clock, I would still punch the TV’s OFF button. I would always turn it off because it drove me insane. It drove Sandy insane, and it drove her husband Tony so insane, he would sit out on the back steps to study rather than stay inside with Willie Wonka, even when it meant having to shovel out a place for himself in the snow. It drove Little Tony insane, because sometimes he would be walking past the living room when it was on and he’d get stuck watching it. It caught him like a piece of flypaper, no matter how much he hated it, and once he could pull himself away he hated himself for watching, like a drunk hates himself after a bender.

In fact, the only person other than Sarah who could stand the movie at this point was my older daughter, Nora. If it was on when Nora came by, she would sit on the couch next to Sarah and stroke her hair and move her lips soundlessly to the words of the song. Nora, who had divided her days into perfectly scheduled ten-minute strips in her Palm Pilot, was never one for chitchat and hanging around—but somehow Gene Wilder worked on her like a neural-inhibitor. I didn’t understand it.

“It’s like I told you,” Sarah would explain to me. “She wants the luck.”

Sarah’s sense of luck was certainly becoming more specific. She had gone from believing that the movie was her general talisman for a safe and successful eight-year-old life, to thinking that the movie showed a clear way to profit. She had so completely entered into the world of Wonka that now she wanted her own golden ticket. Charlie Bucket got his from a candy bar. Sarah, understanding that such things did not exist in Somerville, had her sights set slightly higher. She decided to win the Massachusetts state lottery instead.

Oh, I suppose it started out innocently enough. One day, out of the blue, she asked if I would buy her a ticket when we were at the checkout line in the grocery store.

“A scratch ticket?”

She tilted up her chin and pursed her lips together, an interpretation of a child thinking that she had picked up from Shirley Temple movies. “No,” she said slowly. “I think I want the Mega Millions.”

The girl at the checkout, who had until this point been so thoroughly disengaged I would have thought she had been swallowed up by the pod people, sputtered out a little laugh. She leveled her kohl-rimmed eyes at Sarah. “The other kids are angling for a Snickers,” she said. “Or a Colt .45.”

I gave her a chilly glance, but she had a point. When up against a can of malt liquor, a single lottery ticket didn’t seem like much of a vice. “Do you want to pick your own numbers?” I asked.

“May I?” Sarah said brightly, still in Temple-mode, which accounted for the correct grammar. I pulled out a dollar bill and handed it over. There was no dithering over the numbers. Sarah knew exactly what she wanted.

The kid was canny, I had to give her that. She’d hit up one adult and then another, always remembering to space us out so as to never look suspicious. She asked casually, as if it were the last thing in the world she really wanted but it had just crossed her mind. She never asked for more than a dollar at a time. Over and over again, we fell for it. Her secret plan was to win big. She wanted the entire chocolate factory.

So, that was my elastic time moment, naked, looking down at Romeo. I thought about having luck, and the insatiable human greed of wanting more of it. And all of that happened in a split second though it seemed like half an hour. He was still screaming.

I scrambled over him to the other side of the bed and grabbed the phone. I don’t know what people did before telephones. Even if you couldn’t save a life, at least you had a sense of purpose in the crisis now. “Hang on,” I said. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

“Don’t.” Romeo’s eyes were pressed closed tightly, and his neck was slightly arched, as if he was trying to push the crown of his head into his pillow. I remembered the position from a yoga class I took years ago. It was called the Fish. He was sweating like crazy.

“What do you mean, don’t?” I was in full panic mode now. “You’re having a heart attack!” I should have taken that CPR class they’d offered at the Y. Was it five breaths and ten pumps, or the other way around?

“No—heart—attack.” The words seemed to be harder for him than carrying me up the stairs. His teeth were locked together.

“Listen to me,” I said in a loud voice, as if the problem were his hearing. “Even if this isn’t a heart attack, it’s clearly an ambulance worthy situation.”

Romeo still hadn’t opened his eyes, and the edges of his lips looked slightly blue. “Call—Al.”

I stood there for a second, blinking, then I sank down next to Romeo and touched his hand. My heart fell five flights of stairs. “Father Al? You want me to call your priest?”

I saw the slightest movement of his head and then he yelped and cringed. It was a nod.

I started to cry. I put my head in my hands.

“Now,” Romeo reminded me. His breathing was very shallow.

I went to the bedside table for a phone book. Wouldn’t it be something to want to turn to God with your last breath? I guess I’d want to see my daughters, assuming that Romeo was already with me. Maybe I’d want to see my grandchildren or my best friend, Gloria. I couldn’t imagine that religion would even occur to me in that moment, as it hadn’t occurred to me since Sandy had her Bat Mitzah the year she turned thirteen.

But as I put my hands on the phone book, I knew with utter clarity who I would want to see in my final moments on earth: I’d want to see the admitting doctor at Mass General Hospital. If I were going to die, then the last person leaning over me better be someone who was doing everything in his power to keep it from happening. I shut the phone book with a decisive thump. “This is insane. You’re going to the hospital.”

“It’s 8-2-4-7-7-8-9,” Romeo said, though every digit extracted a toll on him.

I dialed.

“Julie!” Father Al said when he picked up after the second ring. “You’ve made my day.”

“You knew it was me?” I said. The Catholics were always surprising me.

“Caller ID,” he said.

I wasn’t sure it was right for a priest to have caller ID. Who was he avoiding? “Romeo’s here, and he’s very sick. He said I couldn’t call an ambulance. He said I had to call you.” I started crying again and had a hard time saying the last sentence. “Al, I think he might be dying.”

“Not,” Romeo managed to get out.

“He says he’s not dying,” I told Al. I picked up the corner of the bedspread and wiped my eyes. “But I don’t believe him.”

“Ask him if it’s his back,” Al said.

“Is it your back?”

“Yes,” Romeo said. The word was somewhat calmer than the others. I didn’t think the pain was lessening, but he seemed to be making peace with it.

“Poor Romeo,” Al sighed. “The last time it was horrible. It was biblical, really. But he’s right about not wanting the ambulance. When it happened before, they ruptured a disc on top of everything else when they were getting him on the stretcher. Is he upstairs or downstairs?”

“Upstairs,” I said, feeling guilty.

This sealed the deal for Al. “He’s better off if you just let him lie still. I’ll come over with Dominic; he’s right here with me now. I’m sure that’s why he’s having you call. Ask him if he wants to see Dominic.”

“Dominic?” I said to Romeo.

Something crossed his face that was almost like peace. “Dominic,” he said.

After Al had assured me that Romeo wasn’t going to die, and promised that they would make record time getting to my house, I hung up the phone. “You’re going to be okay,” I said to Romeo. “They’re on their way.”

“Yes,” he said softly. He looked like he had been shot. He looked like he needed a bottle of whiskey and a knife to bite on.

“Is there anything I can get for you? A heating pad? Some coffee?”

“No.” I saw him take a running jump at the words thank you, but he gave up after passing the “th” sound.

“I won’t ask you anything else. I’m just going to sit here and you don’t have to say another word.” I kept two fingers lightly on the top of his hand and thought about how much I loved him, how lucky we had been to find each other just at the moment when other people were giving up on love altogether.

The light from the windows was almost gone, though it wasn’t even five o’clock. I switched on the lamp beside the bed so I could watch his breathing, which seemed impossibly shallow and irregular. I was crying a little again, part from love and part from his pain and mostly from my stupidity at letting him carry me up the stairs.

“Talk.” Romeo opened one eye a little and tried to smile at me.

I took a deep breath and did my best to find a steady voice. Romeo liked to hear me talk, he was always telling me the sound of my voice made him feel better.

“I’m worried about you. I know that’s not what you want to hear. I love you.” Talking was a funny thing. I could think of a million things to say until someone asked me what they were; and then they flew out of my head like hummingbirds.

“Do you ever think about luck, about the way things turn out? What if your parents had stayed in Italy? Or what if my grandparents had gone to New York? They did for awhile, you know. They had cousins in Brooklyn, and they stayed there for months after the boat ride over here, but my mother kept saying it was too dirty, and she wanted to move again. Your parents could have sold fish and mine could have made hats and they never would have met and hated each other and we never would have met and fallen in love.”

In my mind I saw myself passing Romeo on the street, strangers to one another. I’m sure it happened all the time, true love missed by circumstance. “It’s like every second is a chance, a choice between turning right or left, and when you stack those millions of choices on top of each other, what are the chances that we’d get here?”

Romeo took a deeper breath, and I thought I saw something in his neck relax a little. It made me feel hopeful, and the hope kept me talking.

“What if our parents had both made chocolates? It sounds like a good idea. When I was a kid I would have been in heaven. There was a girl in my fifth-grade class, Nancy Tilsman, her father owned Tilsman’s Drugs. She got to have any candy bar she wanted after school every day. She could go to the rack and take anything that struck her fancy and not even ask. She told me once that she basically owned all the candy anyway, because it was all her father’s and what was his was practically hers. I remember thinking at the time that there could be no luck on earth greater than that.

“But now I think I never would have lasted in the chocolate business. I would have gotten fat, my skin would have broken out, and I would have cashed out the first year I was in charge. But I’m always glad to see the flowers. No matter what’s going on in my life, the flowers always make me happy. Even when things were at their very worst, when Mort left me and I just about bankrupted the store, and I had to work around the clock just to hold on to things, I never once resented the flowers.

“The way I see it, we have a lot to be grateful for. We have each other and we have our families and we have the flowers, and up until about twenty minutes ago we had our health. I have to say we’re doing pretty well.”

I don’t know who I was trying to convince, me or him, but the inspirational lecture seemed to make both of us feel better. Romeo lifted his fingers and I slid mine underneath them, and he lightly pressed down. It was a moment, pure and unsustainable.

Then I heard the back door open, and Tony and Sarah started shouting out for Grandma.
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